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agonizing, for action is some relief to the emotions, yet absolutely
nothing could be done.
There is no question as to the cause of the fatality. Mertz was
on ski, Mawson sitting on his sledge and poor Ninnis walking
without ski when they crossed the crevasse. The weight of his
body on the smaller area of the unprotected foot had broken the
snow lid. Ninnis would not cry out when he felt himself falling
because he had tumbled into more crevasses than his companions ;
but he had previously either caught himself by his arms or been
held by a rope while the sledge remained on the surface.
Mawson wrote : " We stood by the side of the crevasse and I
read the Burial Service. Then Mertz shook me by the hand with
a short * Thank you!' and we turned away to harness up the
dogs." Thus ended the outward journey.
The first stage of this exploration had not only culminated in
tragedy but had left the survivors in a precarious position. They
were 316 miles from the station with ten days' food for themselves
and none for the remaining dogs. The tent had gone, though
there was a spare tent-cover on the sledge that had escaped. They
must race for Cape Denison, but it would be " a fight with death
and the great Providence would decide the issue."
A complete set of observations was taken at a point 2,400 feet
above the sea. From here the coastal slope to the limit of vision
eastwards was seen to be fairly broken, and the sea frozen to the
horizon. The surviving dogs were the worst of the pack, as the
best of the animals had been pulling the heavier sledge; they were
fed with old furs and straps which they eagerly devoured. No
depots had been left on the outward journey because the travelling
had been so bad that the return was to be made over a more inland
course where plateau conditions would be found and the coastal
irregularities avoided.
Mawson and Mertz, on December i5th, dashed down the,slope
to the camping-ground of the i2th where the spare sledge had been
left, for it had now become a valuable asset and tent-poles were
made out of its runners. Mawson and Mertz set out over the
plateau with six thin dogs to supplement their other insufficient
food supply* There was ample kerosene for the cooker and the
dog meat when thoroughly stewed was not unpalatable. The two
moa were always hungry, however, for they could not afford to
eat their fill. They covered from 11 to 20 miles a day until Decem-
ber 2ist when the head of the Ninnis Depression was reached*